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Abstract: Sustainability- which connotes development that benefits the 
present generation without impairing the future generations‟ ability to meet 
their needs- is a common term in the social sciences. However, population 
growth and the demand it imposes on a sustainable environment, 
particularly with the challenge of climate change, have been major human 
concerns. The linkage between population growth and global climate 
change has resulted in various prescriptions and propositions aimed at 
reducing population through family planning and abortion. The introduction 
of such mechanisms has led to agitation from women‟s groups, who argue 
that such approach infringes on women‟s reproductive rights. The growing 
tension and debate have exacerbated concerns about what should be most 
important: enforcing women‟s rights or sourcing alternatives for addressing 
climate change? Using a qualitative and descriptive approach, based on 
secondary data, this paper addresses the following: should protecting 
women‟s rights be at the expense of addressing climate change? Should 
protecting the environment be pursued even at the cost of putting women‟s 
health at risk? The study found, among other things, that women are most 
vulnerable to global climate change and other environmental hazards. 
Therefore, this paper maintains that while addressing women‟s rights and 
climate change remain fundamental, sustainability requires much more than 
balancing population growth and combating the challenges posed by 
climate change. It recommends alternative strategies that protect women‟s 
rights while addressing environmental concerns.  
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Introduction 
Climate change is the biggest global 
health threat of the 21st century and its 
impact is felt all around the world 
(Costello, et al. 2009). The causes and 
consequences of global climate change 
(GCC) for humanity have been the 
subject of intellectual discourse and 
global debates. Numerous causes of 
global climate change have been 
documented; however, a fundamental 
cause of GCC that has been of global 
concern is the role of an increasing 
population in exacerbating greenhouse 
emissions. While population growth 
and explosion remain a concern, how to 
handle it remains controversial, 
particularly in the circles of those who 
believe that any attempt to control 
population growth infringes more on 
the reproductive rights and health of 
women. Others also have argued that 
population control is a conspiracy of 
western powers to reduce the 
population of developing countries; and 
some are of the view that population 
control is critical to avoiding the Garret 
Hardin metaphor of the sinking ship 
(popularly called the tragedy of the 
commons).  
 
It is against this background that the 
present study undertakes a critical 
appraisal of the varying views, while 
pointing out the loopholes in the 
numerous arguments and providing 
alternatives to environmental stability 
beyond population control. The first 
section of the paper provides a 
theoretical framework drawn from 
feminist theory; the second section 
offers conceptual clarification on global 
climate change and reproductive rights; 
while the third section examines the 
debate on population control and 
reproductive rights.   
 
 
 
Theoretical Framework  
There is a broad variety of theoretical 
and methodological perspectives to 
climate change, including (but not 
limited) to realism, neoliberal 
institutionalism, Marxism, dependency 
theory, functionalism, neo-
functionalism, and risk theories. While 
many of these paradigms have been 
tools for examining climate change, it is 
laden with numerous limitations. One 
such limitation is that these approaches 
have paid little or no attention to 
gender. These limitations necessitate 
the consideration of a complementary 
approach, which focuses on a vital unit 
of analysis that has been exempted from 
all theoretical discourses on climate 
change for decades (Preet, Nilsson, 
Schumann and Evenga, 2010) 
There are numerous and prominent 
feminist scholars with each focusing on 
diverse aspects of gender relations, 
issues, experience and status. 
Significant amongst them are Barbara 
Risman, Joan Brumberg, Carol 
Gilligan, Patricia H. Collins, Sandra 
Harding, Dorothy E. Smith (Lord, et 
al.2009). It is pertinent to note that 
although feminist writers cover a wide 
scope, the general basis of their 
argument is that in international 
relations, as in most political and 
economic activities, there is patriarchal 
dominance (Archer, 2001).  
Feminism is characterized by two 
distinctive features. The first is the 
focus on women as historical victims 
and men as victors. For feminists, the 
world is seen in a masculine way that 
favours the position of males in the 
hierarchy and devalues the 
contributions of women (Archer, 2001). 
Secondly, all feminists contend that 
women constitute an historically 
underprivileged, underrepresented and 
under-recognized social group (Weber 
2005:85). The scope of feminist 
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discourse spans all facets, ranging from 
culture to law. Feminist activists have 
advocated women's legal rights (rights 
of contract, property rights, voting 
rights); women's right to bodily 
integrity and autonomy; abortion rights; 
and reproductive rights (including 
access to contraception and quality 
prenatal care).  
However, as it relates to climate 
change, feminism is of the view that 
“women make up a large number of the 
poor in communities that are highly 
dependent on local natural resources for 
their livelihood and are 
disproportionately vulnerable to and 
affected by climate change” (Women‟s 
Environment and Development 
Organization, 2007). Feminists have 
pointed to the fact that climate change 
is not gender-blind. This is because of 
women‟s limited access to resources 
and also because women in rural areas 
in developing countries have the 
majority of the responsibility for the 
household water supply and energy for 
cooking and heating, as well as for food 
security, and as such they are negatively 
affected by drought, uncertain rainfall 
and deforestation (WEDO 2007, 
Parbring, 2009:2). Similarly, 
technological developments related to 
climate change do not take into account 
women‟s specific priorities (CSW 
2008). 
 
Fundamentally, the lack of a gender 
perspective on global climate change is 
well articulated at the 52nd session of 
the Commission on the Status of 
Women in 2008. The commission 
stated, among other things, that “The 
climate change efforts at the national, 
regional and international levels- 
including policies, strategies, action 
plans and programmes- are lacking in 
gender perspectives. Secondly, 
financing mechanisms on climate 
change are rigid and do not reflect 
women‟s priorities and needs. Thirdly, 
that there is the exemption of active 
participation of women in the 
development of funding criteria and 
allocation of resources for climate 
change initiatives, particularly at local 
levels” (Commission on the Status of 
Women 2008).  
 
In sum, the advocacy of the feminists‟ 
movement on climate change is 
advancing the need for a gender 
perspective on mitigation (a process of 
curbing greenhouse emission from 
human activities). Also, feminists 
advance the need to provide gender-
sensitive guidance to international 
bodies as they further develop policies 
and programmes in climate change. 
However, in spite of the feminist 
concerns expressed above, Ruddick 
1996 contends that feminism is overly 
concerned with women and that such 
scholarship is narrow and its research 
programme is therefore normatively 
based. Put differently, feminism is 
driven by the normative agenda and 
this, according to Ruddick, has no place 
in proper scholarship.  
 
Conceptual Clarification 
The terms „climate change‟ and 
„reproductive rights‟ need clarification. 
Climate change, like every other term in 
the social sciences, has been defined in 
several ways; but the most widely used 
definition is the one given by the United 
Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC), which 
defines climate change as “a change of 
climate which is attributed directly or 
indirectly to human activity that alters 
the composition of the global 
atmosphere and which is in addition to 
natural climate variability observed 
over comparable time” 
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(Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change, 2001). Simply put, it is the 
change in atmospheric composition 
beyond normal level. Similarly, 
reproductive rights have been defined in 
several ways over the years. The UN 
Report of the International Conference 
on Population and Development in 
Cairo, in 1994, gives a comprehensive 
definition of reproductive rights. 
Reproductive rights encompass all 
human rights already entrenched in 
national laws, international laws and 
international human rights documents.  
Reproductive rights rest on the 
recognition of the basic rights of all 
couples and individuals to decide 
freely and responsibly the number, 
spacing and timing of their children 
and to have the information and 
means to do so, and the right to 
attain the highest standard of sexual 
and repro¬ductive health. It also 
includes the right to make decisions 
concern¬ing reproduction free of 
discrimination, coercion and 
violence, as expressed in human 
rights documents (UN Report, 
1994). 
 
This all-encompassing definition sees 
reproductive rights as a human right, 
which is protected by law and violation 
of which infringes on the fundamental 
right and dignity of the people involved. 
Therefore, “Reproductive rights, 
therefore, refer to rights of men and 
women to be informed and to have 
access to safe, effective, affordable and 
acceptable methods of family planning 
of their choice, as well as other methods 
of their choice for regulation of fertility 
which are not against the law” (Weibel, 
2005). 
 
Global Climate Change, Population 
and Reproductive Rights: The 
Debate  
Numerous factors have been identified 
as a major cause of climate change, but 
little attention has been paid to the role 
of population in contributing to climate 
change. Increasing population places a 
great demand on the environment. More 
population will need new houses, which 
means more trees will be cut down to 
build houses and  provide furniture for 
classrooms, more water (for food, 
industry and household use), carbon 
(for food and fuel), nitrogen (for 
fertilizer) and land (for crops, pastures 
and cities) (Irish Times, 2011). 
Population growth is generating an 
extraordinary range of negative effects 
from climate change and resources 
exhaustion to the destruction of species 
and habitat and the poisoning of the 
biosphere (Nicholson-Lord 2007: 245). 
 
Population growth has led to increasing 
demands for energy and land resources. 
Through the burning of fossil fuels to 
produce energy for industrial use, 
transportation, and domestic power, and 
through land-use change for agriculture 
and forest products, humans have been 
altering the Earth‟s energy balance 
(CCIR, NYC, 2005: 2). Put differently, 
over the past century meeting human 
needs for food, fresh water, fuel and 
other resources has had major negative 
effects on the world‟s ecosystems 
(Easton, 2007: XXVI) . There are seven 
billion people on the planet, and each 
one, on average, is responsible for the 
release, each year, of a bit more than 
four tons of carbon dioxide into the 
atmosphere (Sachs 2012). 
 
It is significant to note that population 
trends have been studied by several 
scholars, among whom are Thomas 
Malthus and Paul Ehrilch. Malthus 
noted that the population is growing at a 
geometric rate, while food production is 
growing at an arithmetic rate. Over 
time, the population will outgrow food 
production and as such there will be 
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crisis. Applied to climate change, 
population is far outgrowing earth 
resources.  
 
Furthermore, Paul Ehrilch notes in his 
work, The Population Bomb the 
ecological threats of a rapidly growing 
population; and Garret Hardin‟s 
influential essay The Tragedy of the 
Commons describes the negative 
implications of using self-interest alone 
to guide the exploitation of publicly 
owned resources such as air and water. 
In 1972, a group of people popularly 
called the Club of Rome published The 
Limit of Growth: An Analysis of 
Population, Resources Use and 
Pollution Trends, which predicted 
difficult times within the century. The 
study was redone as Beyond the Limits 
to Growth: Confronting Global 
Collapse, Envisioning Sustainable 
Future, which came to a similar 
conclusion that an increasing 
population is affecting climate change 
(Easton, 2007: XX). In the 1960‟s and 
1970‟s, this was expressed as the “ 
spaceship Earth” metaphor, which 
stated  that given the  limited supplies 
of energy, resources, there is need  to  
limit population growth and industrial 
activity, conserve and recycle in order 
to avoid crucial shortages (Easton, 
2007:20-21)  
 
Similarly, the increase in population 
coupled with the increasing demand for 
transportation led to the era of Fordism, 
which is the period of mass production 
of cars which led to increase in the 
atmospheric concentration of carbon, 
with implications for climate change. 
Thus, there is a co-relation between 
population, mass production of cars and 
the concentration of greenhouse gas 
(Brand and Gorg, 2008). However, it 
should be noted that Fordism was 
dominated by men and not women, and 
it was only recently that women started 
to be an integral part of the global 
economy. According to Mark 
Diesendorf, 
Greenhouse gas emissions, peak 
oil, urban traffic congestion, air 
and water pollution, loss of soils 
and destruction of biodiversity are 
driven by three factors: population, 
consumption per person and 
technological impact. 
Populationists thus draw a direct 
co-relation between population 
size and environmental 
destruction: the more people, the 
more pollution and the more 
vulnerable humans are to effect 
climate change” (cited in Moore, 
2009)  
It is importantn to note that it is the 
threat that population and human 
activity pose to environment that brings 
the issue of sustainable development to 
the forefront of discourse of climate 
change. According to the United 
Nations report “Our Common Future”, 
„sustainable development‟ means 
development that meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet 
their own needs (Easton, 2007: 20-21). 
According to Brand and Gorg (2008: 
28) sustainable development seeks to 
make serious fundamental changes to 
societal patterns of development 
including its power structure, modes of 
production, and consumption. 
 
It is significant to note also that 
population growth also has implications 
for national and global security. For 
instance, McNeil (1982) observes that 
the 44 percent rise in population 
between 1715 and 1789 was responsible 
for the destabilization of France‟s old 
regime. Also, in the year after the 
French Revolution, the increasing 
peasant population was responsible for 
the rebellion that demolished the old 
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order and prepared the way for 
totalitarian regimes in Russia, China 
and elsewhere (cited in Orme, 
1998:557).  In addition, Eric Wolf‟s 
research has shown that one common 
thread in most revolutionary situations 
was the explosive growth of population 
leading to misery of the rural poor. 
According to Jake Goldstone, all of the 
major upheavals in modern Chinese 
history (the collapse of the Ming 
dynasty, tailing rebellion and the 
revolution of 1911 and 1949) were 
preceded by a sharp deterioration in the 
land to labour ratio. That is, population 
was outweighing available resources 
(Orme, 1998: 557). Population and its 
continued growth put at risk the social 
and institutional resilience needed to 
adapt and mitigate the impacts of 
climate change, ranging from sea-level 
rise to more extreme weather events 
(Engelmann, 2010). 
 
Scholars have noted that there are lots 
of advantages to population control. 
The case  cx for population decline 
includes: less pollution, less strain on 
natural systems, greater national self-
sufficiency, reduction in fossil-fuel 
emissions, freeing up of land for other 
species and higher-order human uses, 
such as enjoying wilderness reserves. 
This final advantage is what the 
economist, Fred Hirsch calls “positional 
goods” such as an aerial view, an 
unspoilt beach, a piece of heritage. 
Applied to social and economic life, 
population control might reduce the 
awful sense of competitiveness for jobs, 
at school, university, or for entry to 
prized social institution or niches 
(Nicholson-Lord 2007:243). This 
argument in favour of population 
control has sparked off the debate in the 
environment movement, on the role of 
population control in providing a 
solution to climate change. 
 
The first proponent against population 
control argued that there is no 
connection between population rise and 
climate change. Moore (2009) observed 
that Japan‟s21`21` population rose in 
2004 to about 127.8 million and is now 
in decline. And yet in 2012, the 
Japanese government announced that 
Japan‟s greenhouse gas emissions hit a 
record high in the year 2008 than it was 
in 2003 when population was high. 
Similarly, Cuba‟s population rose from 
1990 to 2004, the Cuban population 
grew by about 1 million or 8.5%. 
During the same period, total carbon 
dioxide emissions fell from 32 million 
tonnes to 25.8 million tonnes; so, a 
decline in population has no direct link 
to a decline in emissions. Thus, there 
was no correlation between population 
growth and an increase in carbon 
emissions; moreover, a decline in 
population does not automatically lead 
to a cut in emissions (Moore, 2009). 
The second proponents are of the view 
that there is a correlation between 
population and climate change and that 
to address this imbalance (between 
population and earth resources) there 
must be a reduction in what we 
consume and the number of people 
consuming it (Addison 2009). Thus, the 
best way to balance the sustainability 
equation is to stop population growth 
since rapid population growth and fossil 
fuel emissions are two major causes of 
climate change. For instance, statistics 
show that since 1800, the world 
population has grown sevenfold, while 
per capita of CO2 emissions have 
increased 150 times (Seager, 2012). 
 
The need to reduce population growth 
has led to the need to introduce family 
planning, birth control pills and other 
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population control strategy such as the 
one child policy in China. However, 
there is a concern that policies to slow 
growth will violate the right of couples 
to determine their own family size. 
Also, population is associated with 
sensitive issues including sexuality, 
contraception, abortion, migration, and 
religion (Engelmann, 2010). It is 
significant to note that one major 
drawback in numerous literatures on the 
correlation between climate change and 
population is the lack of gender 
sensitivity in analyses of the effect of 
birth control on women. Most 
literatures do not acknowledge that 
women bear most of the burden on the 
implications of birth control. Similarly, 
there is an agenda to constantly prevent 
the publication of data on the 
implication of birth control for 
women‟s health. For instance, despite 
the fact that 18 scientific studies in 
domestic and foreign medical journals 
have proven that there is a direct 
relationship between first-trimester 
abortions and breast cancer, all efforts 
to publicize that information in the 
United States have been consistently 
obstructed by those favoring abortion 
and population control (Monteith,2003). 
 
Conclusion and Recommendation  
Having examined the debate on climate 
change and its implication for the 
reproductive rights of women, it is 
important to note that although climate 
change and population are linked, the 
solution to climate change rests not in 
controlling population, as it has been 
argued by some scholars; rather it lies 
in other alternative methods which have 
been advanced such as the use of  less 
polluting technology, alternative energy 
sources such as solar, wind, and hydro 
power, and eco-friendly products and 
energy-saving devices. 
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